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Abstract

In recent decades, part of the UK fishing industry has become increasingly reliant on migrant crew,
to fill local crew shortages. With restricted immigration status and invisibility on vessels out at sea,
crews are vulnerable to both extreme and mundane forms of control and exploitation. Although the
UK is legally addressing the potential for trafficking and forced labour across the fishing industry,
more needs to be done to address the potential for micro-disciplinary, psychological and verbal
abuse of non-EEA crew which remains difficult to evidence. This requires recognition of how non-
EEA migrant fishers are made vulnerable by the intersection of socio-cultural practices of fishing
with a visa system that anchors immigration status to named vessels, limits movements, and makes
changing employers or raising complaints difficult. Taking the 2020 prosecution of a Scottish skipper
for abusing Filipino crew as a discursive starting point, we explore how differences in local
interpretation of fishing relationships, by skippers and non-EEA crew, reveal limited agreement over
what constitutes acceptable behaviour. Drawing on fieldwork in North East Scotland, we argue that
the white noise of coarse language, ‘alpha male’ behaviours, and narratives of risk and responsibility
that dominate local fishing practice, when combined with scant appreciation of how non-EEA
migrant experiences differ from other crew, can serve to obscure migrant crew’s experiences of
maltreatment. Greater attention is consequently required to vernacularise migrant crew rights, by
making them locally meaningful so that both skippers and crew adequately recognise their
responsibility to safeguard non-EEA crew.
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Introduction

In January 2020, Skipper Gordon Hadden of the Serenity fishing vessel, Fraserburgh, was fined
£2,000 for racial harassment of five Filipino crew men between August 2013 and August 2019. He
was fined an additional £1,000 for aggravated assault after he admitted striking one of the men,
placing him in a headlock, and pushing him against the railings of the ship (Grey 2020). As the first
significant prosecution of its kind in Scotland, the case sent shockwaves through the fishing
community of the North East, which has become increasingly reliant on migrant labour.

Cases of human rights abuses, trafficking and forced labour have been identified in fishing industries
such as Indonesia (IOM 2016), Thailand (EJF 2015), New Zealand (Simmons and Stringer 2014),
Ireland (Lawrence et al. 2015), Ghana (EJF, 2020) and the UK (Leask 2015; and Shebbeare 2015).
These cases demonstrate how invisible work and restricted immigration status can leave migrant
fishers vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. This situation is being intensified by climate change and
environmental degradation as changes to migration patterns and fish stocks apply economic
pressure to reduce costs and extends vessel operations further and for longer out at sea (Sparks et
al. 2021).



Many countries, including the UK, have responded by adopting national legislation on modern
slavery and ratifying the International Labour Organisation Convention on Work in Fishing (ILO 188).
While legislative changes attempt to address trafficking and the poor working conditions of migrant
crew, gaps remain in both recognition and response to more mundane forms of coercion and control
that are harder to evidence. These gaps are exacerbated by rights campaigns and legal discourses
that constructs actors as victims or criminals (Wilson 1996: 142; Marschke and Vandergeest 2016). In
the fishing industry, these discourses sideline skippers, leaving them little room to articulate their
own experiences and result in little local recognition of the criminal ‘monsters’ caricatured in cases
such as the Serenity. Successful implementation of legal protections consequently requires
transforming social and behavioural norms by establishing a degree of vernacularisation (Merry
2006) — translating rights into locally meaningful norms that can re-frame how situations are
interpreted so abuses become visible to both skippers and crew.

By drawing on the perspectives of both Scottish skippers and migrant crew, we highlight how local
socio-cultural practices make non-European Economic Area (non-EEA) migrant crew particularly
vulnerable to micro-disciplinary, verbal and psychological abuse. We argue that legal frameworks
cannot fully protect migrant crews, when there is limited mutual agreement on what constitutes
acceptable behaviour within the host fishing community. The first part of this article explores the
impact of existing legal frameworks for non-EEA migrant fishing crew, arguing that the shift to low
paid, low status, contractual employment with limited rights has transformed working relationships
in the fishing industry. Drawing on the labour migration literature, we highlight how these
precarious worker environments can make migrants vulnerable to particular forms of control. We
then draw on our findings from fieldwork in North East Scotland, to demonstrate how local framings
and attitudes among skippers and crew renders these mundane forms of abuse and control invisible.
We conclude by highlighting some of the initiatives developed by the fishing industry and make
suggestions for strengthening the protections of migrant fishing crew.

Review of legal frameworks and literature on migrant labour relations
Evolving legal frameworks around migrant fishing crew in the UK

Transit Visas for non-EEA migrant workers

Before the UK left the European Union in January 2021, a distinction was made between the
employment and visa requirements of nationals from within and outside the European Economic
Area (EEA). While nationals from the EEA could be employed without requiring visas, those from
outside the EEA needed to meet the strict qualifying requirements under the points based
immigration system introduced in 2008. Fishing, categorised as unskilled labour, did not meet the
qualifying criteria for general entry work. Consequently, non-EEA fishing crews were employed
through Transit Visas (CRM01), commonly used in merchant shipping to ‘transit’ crew to boats
operating outside of territorial waters (Howard 2012: 337). In 2008, an estimated 1000 Filipinos
were employed across the Scottish fishing industry (ITF 2008). However, in 2009, following the high-
profile death of four Filipino fishers in Fraserbrugh® and reports of abuse akin to modern day slavery
(ITF 2008), the government officially clarified that non-EEA crew working inshore (within 12 miles)
were being employed on Transit Visas illegally. A temporary visa was issued from 2010 to 2012, to

1 In August 2008, prawn trawler Vision Il caught fire in the harbour, killing Rimants Venckus, 50 from Latvia,
and Ramilito Capangpangan Calipayan (33) and Benjamin Rosello Potot (33) from the Philippines. Reynaldo
Benitez (29) from the Philippines also died that month falling from the Fraserburgh prawn trawler New Dawn
while at sea. BBC News online. Memorial held for dead fishermen. 13 September 2008
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/scotland/north east/7612589.stm
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cover any inshore vessels reliant on non-EEA crew until they replaced their ‘illegal’ crew with local or
European crew. Post 2012, non-EEA crews are only employed on offshore vessels, operating outside
12 miles, principally from North East Scotland (Jones et al. 2020). The current transit visa scheme has
several implications that are noteworthy in terms of a) working and living conditions, including time
allowed off the boat; b) remuneration and recruitment.

Working and living conditions

The immigration status of crews on Transit Visas are attached to vessels rather than the employers.
Boats are expected to dock and leave port within 7 days and crew are considered illegal if vessel
leave without them. Transit Visa crews are expected to live and remain onboard vessels for the
duration of their contract (usually 8-10 months). Due to their ‘transit’ status, access to health care
other than for emergency treatment is limited. Special permissions must be sought if crew need to
be housed on land for medical reasons or where boats are dry docked for repairs. While most fishing
vessels provide cooking facilities and modern conveniences such as Wi-Fi, crew are restricted to
cabin sized shared quarters, where conditions can be cramped or very basic. The application of
Transit Visas, originally intended for merchant shipping, to the fishing industry raises serious welfare
concerns and excludes migrant fishers from many of the UK employment law protections associated
with the skilled worker visas.

Remuneration and recruitment

The employment of non-EEA migrant fishing crew has changed recruitment and renumeration
practices. Crewing agencies operating within the Philippines recruit, employ and pay the crew on
behalf of vessels, frequently dictating the terms of their contracts. Most contracts are held by
crewing agencies (82%) rather than local vessel operators (15%) (Marine Scotland, 2016). Non-EEA
migrant crew receive a fixed wage (97%) rather than a share — the most common pay structure for
local Scottish crew which provides a percentage value of fish landed by a vessel after deducting
operating (Human Rights At Sea, 2019). A review of this disparity has been called for by Jones et al.
(2020) because it can increase dissatisfaction and well-being among fishers; result in discrimination
and marginalisation (see also Murphy 2017); and marry with the lack of transparency in crewing
agencies to obscure the true value of crew labour (Jones et al. 2020: 24).

Legislation on labour rights

In the UK, legislative changes have attempted to provide better protection for migrant workers and
address the potential for trafficking and forced labour. The Modern Slavery Act 2015, consolidated
and simplified existing slavery and trafficking offences. It introduced the Transparency in Supply
Chains (TISC) requirement for all organisations to document their processes and due diligence to
ensure supply chains are slavery free. Greater powers were also given to enforcement officers to
investigate cases at sea, including making arrests on UK ships, and international ships if they were in
UK waters (Seafish 2017). The Immigration Act 2016 introduced new sanctions on illegal working and
the appointment of further oversight measure to enforce immigration laws and deal with labour
exploitation. However, critics have questioned the way illegal working and labour market
enforcement has come to be linked, arguing that the Immigration Act serves as a political instrument
of migration control that obfuscates rather than addresses the structural causes of labour abuse.
Opponents further claim the Act does not necessarily deter illegal immigrants but criminalises those
working in violation of immigration rules, potentially making them more vulnerable to exploitation
(Fudge 2018). More recently, the ratification in 2019 of the ILO Work in Fishing Convention (ILO
188), also provided a regulatory framework for working conditions, including directives on working
and rest hours, contracts, minimum standards for crew accommodation, occupational safety, health




protection and complaints procedures enforceable by the Maritime and Coastguard Agency (MCA).
Importantly, it made vessel owners directly responsible for meeting these legal obligations.

Hyper-precarity, insecurity, and vulnerability to forms of coercion and control

The UK fishing industry has become one of many nodes in the global flows of a migrant labour force
frequently characterised by employment in low paid, undesirable work, often with increased
occupational health risks (Moyce and Schenker 2018). As such, fishers coming to work in the UK can
be vulnerable to many of the forms of exploitation and abuse that accompany transnational labour
flows. While the UK has attempted to address this through legislative frameworks protecting
migrant fishers from modern slavery and improving work environments, Vandergeest and Marschke
(2020) suggest that a narrow focus on trafficking or forced labour, particularly when framed in
binaries of free/unfree, forced/voluntary, fail to grasp the subtleties of coercive and exploitative
labour relations. As a result, legislative protections struggle to protect workers who appear to
voluntarily submit to exploitative conditions or fail to report abuse. As Azis and Wahyudi (2002)
show, this is the case for fishermen as they often exert a greater degree of autonomy than trafficked
victims by repeatedly entering into exploitation but are nonetheless subject to forced labour. In
Indonesia they found fishers were more willing to endure violent and abusive conditions rather than
the shame of returning home to their families without their back pay as a ‘trafficked victim’. As male
victims, with less sensational, more mundane trafficking stories, their experiences do not easily map
onto overly simplified expectations about trafficked victims and can become overlooked (Azis and
Wahyudi 2002).2

By understanding freedoms/unfreedoms as a continuum, shaped by overlapping insecurities,
migration scholars, such as Lewis et al. (2015), explore both the extreme and the more mundane
forms through which control and coercion exist in labour relations. They use the term hyper-
precarity to describe the layering of multiple insecurities produced by both labour and immigration
regimes, which compel migrants to remain in coercive working relationships despite the existence of
legal protections (Lewis et al. 2015). Some of these insecurities can exist prior to migration, such as
poverty, indebtedness, or obligations to support family back home that motivate labour migration.
But insecurity is additionally produced through working conditions such as use of agencies,
temporary contracts and employment conditions that result in tenuous access to full workers’ rights.
State immigration and immobilisation policies are also complicit in increasing migrant vulnerabilities
to abuse (Anderson 2010; Derks 2010; Murphy 2013). Zou (2015) and Ewin (2015) use the term
hyper-dependency to describe employment where immigration schemes restrict access to healthcare
or tie a workers’ immigration status to a specific employer. With the former, workers are dependent
on employers for medical support, and with the latter workers are unable to change employer
without risking future employment and immigration status in the host country (Mantouvalou 2015;
Murphy 2017). In fishing, the use of transit visas, similarly make fisher’s hyper-dependent on their
employers, and their movements are further restricted to vessels and port areas. Within this
context, migrant workers become vulnerable to both extreme and mundane forms of coercion and
control.

In this paper we focus on mundane forms of control and abuse which often go overlooked. For
example, where employment conditions coincide with close employer oversight and control over
both living and working spaces, workers become particularly vulnerable to ‘micro disciplinary
practices’ to subordinate the body such as slaps, pinches, kicks, and grabbing, and coarse language,

2 See also Chantavanich 2020 for further criticism of legal trafficking frameworks where the victims (male) and
type of crimes do not easily fit.



name calling, belittling and threats to send employees back to their home countries, in order to
discipline compliance, obedience and subordination (Pan and Yang 2012). Prolonged verbal abuse
and the threat of physical violence can lead workers to acquiesce to longer hours or unsafe
conditions (Moyce and Schenker 2018, p355). Similar abuses can be found in the global fishing
industry. For example, in Simmons and Stringer’s (2014) coverage of the abuse of Indonesian fishers
on the notorious Shin Ji fishing vessel in New Zealand, complaints included relentless calling of
derogatory and obscene names, crew verbally abused for taking too long to eat meals, sometimes
having to skips meal, and mistakes being punished with a hit around the head or being forced to
stand in the freezer. Although these micro abuses were included in the list of accusations, the court
case focused primarily on crimes such as withholding of pay, lack of protective equipment, and
inadequate food provisions, that were easier to evidence and prosecute (Simmons and Stringer
2014). The successful prosecution in the Serenity case in Scotland is significant and unusual precisely
because it focused on these micro abuses.

The ILO Indicators of Forced Labour lists the use of violence as a disciplinary measure in any form
alongside intimidation and threats, and psychological coercion by insulting and undermining worker,
as potential indicators of forced labour (ILO 2012). However, as struggles to address this type of
abuse among overseas workers reveal, coming forward and evidencing abuse is challenging,
particularly when verbal abuse, denial of rest days, poor living conditions, or excessive working
hours are not recognised as serious or worthy of prosecution by enforcement authorities (Yeoh et al.
2020: 851). Micro disciplinary behaviours often appear inconsequential when regarded in isolation,
and victims can be reluctant to come forward for fear of deportation and uncertainty about
employment status (Potter and Hamiliton 2014: 397; Yeoh et al. 2020). Migrant workers in hyper-
precarious and hyper-dependent employment are consequently more wiling to suffer in silence and
endure exploitative practices (Potter and Hamilton 2014). This is compounded by spatial invisibility,
for example where migrant workers are isolated in domestic spaces (Pan and Yang 2012) or rural
factories (Lever and Milbourne 2017), hidden from both regulatory surveillance and isolated from
accessing social support networks. Studies have also shown that migrant labour relations can be
characterised by differentiation and segregations along cultural stereotypes which restrict migrant
access to particular tiers of employment (Lever and Milbourne 2017), and among domestic overseas
workers, treatment including curfews and restrictions of movements coincide with the use of kin
terms (references to workers as ‘daughters’ or children), that re-frame them as dependents rather
than autonomous, employed adults (Varia 2011; Pan and Yang 2012). We found similar occurrences
in the Scottish fishing industry, and argue these socio-cultural practices have a direct bearing on the
lack of visibility and limited recognition of micro disciplinary and verbal/psychologically coercive
behaviours.

Research gaps

The concurrence of multiple assemblages, such as labour recruitment practices, visas, spatial
practices, and gendering, among others, can subject workers to a continuum of unfreedoms that
differ in scale and intensity (Vandergeest and Marschke 2020: 293). Improving migrant fisher
experiences consequently requires an approach that is sensitive to how these overlaps can compel
migrant fishers to endure exploitative or abusive labour relations despite the existence of legislative
protection. While much of the fishing literature has centred around regulatory change and the
insecurities that drive migration, we suggest additional attention needs to be paid to the way local,
socio-cultural attitudes and practices in host communities, can aggravate insecurities and heighten
vulnerability to mundane forms of coercion and control.



Focusing on the social has frequently enriched our understanding of fisher vulnerabilities,
demonstrating for example how the culture of the boat can increase risky behaviours such as drug
taking (West et al. 2014); the role female relatives play in maintaining the health and wellbeing of
fishers (Kilpatrick, King, and Willis 2015); and how access to social capital can impact on the ability to
cope with changing fishing environments (Bakker, Koning and Tatenhove 2019). While research has
focused on non-compliance to fishery regulations (for example Boonstra et al. 2010), there remains
limited exploration of how socio-cultural context complement or frustrates industry protections,
particularly around labour relations.

In this paper we demonstrate how exploring both the social practice of fishing (how labour practices
are organised in the community) as well as the culture of fishing (the meanings attributed to
practices that influence how events and relationships are interpreted), can illuminate the ways in
which host community norms within the Sottish fishing industry can lead to coercive practices going
unchallenged. Drawing on perspectives from both skippers and non-EEA crew, we illustrate how
narratives and attitudes around responsibility and dangerous work frame crew relationships in ways
that normalise micro-disciplinary, verbal and psychological abuse, making complaints difficult to
express and hear. We also demonstrate how the practices migrant fisher use to negotiate and
survive in hyper-precarious employment can clash with skipper expectations, leading to further
conflict and frustrations.

Methodology

This paper is based on intensive fieldwork conducted in North East Scotland between October 2019
to March 2020. The research team spent 4 weeks across two visits to Fraserburgh, Peterhead, and
Buckie collecting interview and ethnographic data. This included semi-structured interviews with
representatives from across the fishing industry, including processors and skippers; group and
individual interviews with Filipino, Ghanian and Sri Lankan migrant fishers and retired local
fishermen; and a rapid ethnographic approach within both the local Filipino and broader fishing
community, comprising of informal interviews, repeat discussion and site visits to local memorials,
the local Filipino church, and tours of fishing vessels. In total we spoke with 63 people from across a
broad spectrum of the fishing industry. This comprised 14 non-EEA crewmen, 12 active skippers, 17
retired skippers, 10 industry officials (2 of which were also retired skippers), 4 friends/family within
the local Filipino community, and 6 involved in welfare, processing, and heritage.

Access to Filipino crew was facilitated through the Filipino church, providing a valuable safe space
where crew felt free to talk about their experiences. Interviews were in English, but as the majority
were conducted in the Filipino community, participants with better language skills were on hand to
translate or clarify occasional questions and explanations in group discussions. We sought out
interviews with both skippers and non-EEA crew to better understand both sides of the skipper-crew
relationship. Primary data collection was complimented by existing secondary literature on North-
East Scotland, organisational documents, websites and press releases. Fieldnotes and interviews
were transcribed and coded in NVIVO for thematic analysis.

Inviting both skippers and crew to talk about onboard relationships inevitably bring ethical
dilemmas. We decided that where there was clear evidence and claim of serious abuse and/or illegal
practices that could lead to harm, we would have been ethically obliged, in discussion with the
informant, to report them to the relevant authorities. However, we decided we would not intervene
in smaller disclosures where the informant was unwilling to raise a complaint and where there was
no potential for serious harm. We believe this was the right approach to allow crew to talk more
freely and respect their choices. Our aim was ultimately to understand how relationships, including



abusive practices, were viewed and responded to within the industry rather than investigate the
extent of abusive practices. In all cases, we ensured interlocutors were aware of supports services
offered through the Fishermen’s Mission? if they wanted to seek further assistance.

Understanding the context: Situating localised narratives of migrant labour in N. East
Scotland

The North-East of Scotland has a long history of skipper-owned family boats that continues today,
particularly among the demersal and shellfish vessels (Coull 1996). This ownership is strongly tied to
a fishing identity built around autonomy, perseverance, and resistance to outside interference (Ross
2015). Skipper attitudes towards migrant crew and changing legislation are frequently framed
through the tropes of this fisher identity, but they are also situated within a prolonged period of
industry contraction.

Following multiple rounds of decommissioning, the over 10m Scottish fishing fleet reduced, in 2019,
to 40% (539 vessels) from the 1,362 vessels operating in 1991 (Scottish Government 2001; Marine
Scotland 2020). During this time, many vessels came under considerable economic pressure from
declining fish stocks, quota cuts, and restricted days at sea. Simultaneously, crew were being drawn
away to the booming North Sea oil industry which offered improved pay, regular hours and better
promotion prospects. The late 90s was also characterised by social problems, with Fraserburgh
having the highest rate of heroin addiction per head of population anywhere in Britain (Stanford
1998).4

These guys who were on the drugs, they were just totally wasted. The good guys that were
there [on the boat] got pissed off with all those junkies and they were stolen to the oil
industry because the oil was offering good money at the time. We could compete with the
money, but we couldn’t compete with the time off. They were working three weeks on, two
weeks off. All the good guys left to go to the oil industry and you're just left with this pile of
ballast. (Skipper ‘George’, 50-60)

When the first Filipino fishermen started to arrive in 2008, fuel prices were at an all-time high and
reducing costs was a key motivator for employing migrant crew (Abernethy et al. 2010; Howard
2012). As the story is told locally, the first vessel owners took a gamble that subsequently paid out.

The first owner in Fraserburgh that started taking on Filipinos, he said he looked at the end
of one financial year, he looked at his biggest expense, and he said “my crew’s wages were
the biggest expense, so | decided | was going to try to get rid of that”. So, he just did like that
[cutting motion] a knife through his crew. He did the math. And granted it took months and
everybody was saying ‘It’s not going to work’, but once he got his guys learned up a year
later, folk were seeing the profit [saying] “Oh we will maybe get a couple as well”, and since
that time, it’s never looking back. (Former skipper ‘David’, age 55-60).

3 The Fishermen’s Mission is a fishermen’s charity that provides emergency support alongside practical,
financial, spiritual and emotional care to fishermen and their families. They have significant involvement with
the migrant fishing crews in Fraserburgh and Peterhead and are often the first point of contact for migrant
crew reporting problems. The Mission chaplains often mediate to resolve issues between skippers and crew.

4 Stanford (1998) and Stevenson (2011), attributes this partially to the fishing and oil industry where there is a
higher tolerance of risk taking and where long periods at sea were followed by crews returning with big wages
in hand, but it also echoes a wider drug problem effecting Scotland at the time triggered by economic
downturn.



While a fixed wage contract can benefit crew by reducing the risk and uncertainty that accompanies
payment in shares, the wages offered to migrant crew are far lower than what could be made by
local fishers on the share system. For skipper-owners then, employing non-EEA crew is advantageous
because it increases the financial stability of their vessels and provides reliable crew. Non-EEA crews
are cheaper and their fixed wage contracts make outgoings more predictable which is attractive to
investors. As one skipper told us, a bank had asked directly if he intended to employ waged, migrant
crew when considering his loan application. The shift away from the traditional crew share system
also allows skipper-owners to take a greater percentage of surplus profits which can be used to raise
capital to expand the business to a second vessel or onshore investments. This coincided with wider
economic trend to modernise the fleet, with skippers able to invest increased surplus in modernising
vessels with considerable improvements have been seen to efficiency, navigation systems, nets, and
safety (Howard 2012).

However, the dominance of migrant crews is not without its tensions. Locals complain that too few
opportunities exist for young people without fishing family connections to come into the industry.
With the downturn in North Sea oil, local men have also begun to look to fishing for work but
complain of the local preference for cheap non-EEA labour. While some skippers have made a
conscious decision to partially employ local crews, non-EEA crews continue to dominate on offshore
demersal and shellfish vessels.

Disparities between skipper and migrant crew narratives

Frames of reference for acceptable skipper-crew behaviour are often drawn from a skipper’s own
personal experiences of working his way through the industry. Because of this, we found skippers
frequently failed to recognise how different migrant crew experiences were to previous generations
of crew and were uninformed of the additional vulnerabilities facing non-EEA crew beyond
trafficking and forced labour. As a result, the potential for micro-disciplinary physical, verbal and
psychological abuse of migrant crew within the fishing community, went completely unrecognised.

In the accounts of skippers and fishing crews, physical abuse remained low, but the criteria for
maltreatment among Filipino crew followed a different threshold to that of skippers. Non-EEA crew
openly described mundane coercive and controlling working environments, exemplified by working
relationships devoid of respect and what they described as ‘shouting’. ‘Shouting’ is a problematic
catch all term because it expressed frustrations (particularly around language limitations), swearing
and/or crude language associated with the fishing industry, but could also describe prolonged
denigration and racial abuse of crew. The paltriness of this term makes unravelling serious
complaints difficult. Typical responses when explaining the difference between a good or bad
skipper included: “The bad skipper is always shouting” or “They speak only strong words”. Often it
was attitude, a desperation to escape to a new vessel, or the prolonged, relentless nature of the
‘shouting’, that indicated ‘shouting’ had become abusive. Hector®, a returning Filipino crewman for
12 years, pointed out how unacceptable the relentless shouting could be.

“I've heard some Filipinos at landing, and the skipper, they shout all the time, and [l say]
'Fuck you', who are you? You speak slowly and the Filipinos will understand because it’s not
English, man. You're screaming at Filipinos because you're an idiot. Don't shout. Tell him
slowly. You speak English slowly and the Filipinos understand it. (‘Hector’, Filipino crewman)

5 Name has been changed.



Among many skippers and industry bosses, ‘shouting’ was not equated with abusive behaviour or
maltreatment but presented as part of an ‘alpha male’ industry that went hand in hand with
dangerous work and a loud working environment.

| mean we are an industry that is very alpha male dominated. So, when you go back to
probably prior to 2000 it was all home crew that we had, it was all young guys coming out of
the schools. Very alpha male dominated, you know if you were a good crew you got on a
good vessel and you got paid well. Nobody moaned. | used to shout at the crew and
everything as well, but everybody understood the language, so it wasn’t seen as offensive or
anything and many times when you scream on board the boat it is for reasons of safety, you
know, to get people out of the way or whatever. (Industry official, ex-skipper ‘Luke’, 50-60)

‘Shouting’ as a coercive practice is rendered invisible because skipper’s do not recognise the subtle
insecurities that prevent migrant crews leaving abusive employers, and instead draw upon their own
personal experiences. This makes it much harder for skippers to recognise the abuses or criminal
‘monster’ legally caricatured in the Serenity case. Among those that discussed the case, it was telling
that the community appeared to know of the skipper’s reputation and that some of his behaviour,
while not condoned, was not necessarily recognised as serious.

Well, there was a skipper who was up in court, just a few months ago, for mistreating
[Serenity case]. And he’s had a reputation for the last 20 years, | mean, a nasty piece of
action. So, he should’ve been, there should have been a law too, to know that he’s banned
from taking any foreign crew... | don’t know what happened, but the Filipinos went up to the
police and reported assault. (Skipper ‘Adam’ 50-60).

He was a kind of dinosaur skipper who treated everyone [like that] no matter what their
religion, or where they came from, that was just him and he was fined | think £3,000 for his
actions....Yes, he was like 60-odd kind of years old. (Skipper ‘Paul’ 40-50)

Gordon is older than me, Gordon is nearly 60, the guy who was charged with that, but he
has been a skipper since he left school. He's been a skipper, he's learnt it. He has never had
any problems in the past, and then suddenly, he's a bad guy. Now | am not even going to
believe that. Again, because | know him pretty well, and | know he's not a bad guy. Shouting,
hot-headed, for sure, definitely he is. He is that kind of guy. But he is a top skipper and |
expect he knows [what] he's doing. This is a guy that has had four boats, been in charge of
hundreds of guys over his lifetime, and nobody has ever [said anything]. At 60 years old! You
would think back in his 30’s he would have been kicking folk about, but not today if he is 60.
(Skipper ‘George’ 50-60)

To better understand this apparent nescience among skippers, we need to explore how the socio-
cultural organisation of fishing filters the way practices and relationships are interpreted locally. This
also requires recognising how migrant crews own strategies for negotiating precarious employment
can frustrate the existing protections.

Socio-cultural barriers to protecting crews from mundane forms of coercion and control

We have identified five socio-cultural barriers that hinder recognition of micro-disciplining, verbal
and psychological abuse. Some of these originate in the ways host fishing communities frame
working relationships. But others are driven by overlapping crew insecurities, particularly hyper-
precarious employment conditions that cause migrant fishers to adopt strategies to secure repeat
employment.
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Navigating the precarity of work in North East Scotland

Among the non-EEA migrant fishing community, finding a ‘good’ boat was a key preoccupation. A
‘good’ vessel was described through economic terms (good wages and bonuses) and respectful
treatment, without constant ‘shouting’. Even boats with a relentless workload, such as those that
used a second relief skippers to keep the boat fishing continuously, were considered ‘good’ if the
bonuses and treatment was good. But as fishers explained, the boat you ended up with on the first
time was often a matter of chance. Those that found themselves with ‘bad’ vessels would complete
their contract but try to secure return employment with a new vessel prior to leaving. Friends and
family already in the industry helped significantly by identifying ‘good’ skippers to approach and/or
making recommendations on their behalf. Skippers also engaged in seeking recommendations for
‘good’ crew (generally hard workers, with good communication skills, who understood the work) and
some offered bonuses to encourage the return of experienced crewmen. In one case the skipper
asked the potential crewman (a current fisher’s nephew) to have all his paperwork and medical
health check completed in the Philippines and then made the request through the crewing agency.
However, the frequency of such request, the various, potentially diverse ways request are made, the
impact in sending countries, or the degree of influence crew themselves have in making request
were beyond the scope of this research. There is undoubtedly a pressing need for further
investigation into how crewing agency relationships are navigated across both host and sending
countries, particularly as there is some evidence pointing to irregularities and illegal agency practices
(see Turgo 2021:14).

For non-EEA fishers in Scotland, the insecurities associated with finding ‘good’ employment vary
depending on how long they have been working locally, their experience, and access to social
networks. Those that are newly arrived are often most vulnerable to both exploitation and poor
working conditions, particularly if they are isolated from accessing knowledge and navigating
employment opportunities found though local migrant fisher networks. Filipino crew told us that
new arrivals did not always understand their entitlements and were sometimes sent home without
compensation even after they had completed their probationary period. Once engaged in local fisher
networks, older, more experienced crewmen said they could explain these contractual details to
newer fishers.

The significance of sourcing a ‘good boat’ when combined with the precarity of renewing yearly
contracts, makes challenging employment issues a risky practice, even for long returning crew.
Rumours circulated in the Filipino community, that a fisher who had taken pay slip concerns to his
skipper had not received a bonus since. Another explained he did not dare ask about recent tax
changes on his payslip, for fear of upsetting his skipper who was ‘a good man’ and paid him well.
Rumours also circulated that the principal complainants of the Serenity case had not been able to
find a new boat. Such rumours caution crew against coming forward to complain or query issues, but
their fears may also be well founded. In Ireland, Murphy (2017) warned that “in a relatively small
industry in which the employers are well networked, employees who raise labour law issues may
find it difficult to gain alternative employment in the sector” (p426); and in the New Zealand Shin Ji
case, the crew that fled their employer were dropped from the manning agency (Simmons and
Stringer 2014: 78).

Skipper authority, responsibility, and non-interference

The way fishing is organised and the accompanying expectations about responsibility and
appropriate behaviour shapes how forms of control are obscured. Large offshore fishing vessels are
hybrid spaces in that they are both workplaces subject to regulation and inspection, and domestic
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spaces where crew eat, sleep and rest together. When combined with a fishing identity built on a
fierce sense of autonomy that is resistant to surveillance and intrusion (Ross 2015), vessels function
like the private realm — as largely invisible spaces where the authority of the skipper is absolute.
Even when family members work together, the skipper’s authority supersedes all prior social
relationships, be they father, brother or son, allowing the skipper absolute command of his crew —
when they work, eat, and sleep (Menzies 2008). This distinction is built into the spatial distribution
of the vessels, with crew designated to deck and crew quarters, and the skipper in the wheelhouse,
observing practices through cameras.

The combination of crew invisibility, close quarter living, and employer’s absolute control over living
and working environments, make non-EEA crews vulnerable to types of coercion, such as
withholding food and excessive working hours, experienced by migrant workers in similarly invisible
settings (See Varia on domestic labour, 2001). Allusions to this emerged in discussions among the
friends and relatives of fishers within the local Filipino community.

Respondent 1: Sometimes if they are never catching a lot of fish, they never eat supper. One
guy says you need to catch a lot of fish before we have a meal. We need to catch fish before
we eat.

Respondent 2: Danilo® said there was one day they were fishing non-stop because they had
to catch a certain amount of fish.

Non-EEA crew, skippers and industry officials all recognise that working patterns onboard are
frequently dictated by elements outside of their control, for example catches must be dealt with
when the nets are full. The problem is this reality makes it much easier for deliberate abuse, in the
form of withholding food or excessive working hours, to be obscured or dismissed as complaints
about the very nature of fishing work. To successfully hear serious complaints a mutually recognised
threshold must first be established to define normal and abnormal working practices.

While the absolute authority of the skipper creates vulnerabilities for migrant crew, it also
entrenches a skipper’s absolute responsibility for crew lives.” This social and moral obligation frames
the way skippers interpret what counts as appropriate behaviour on board.

This is not a normal job. You are on a fishing boat, you are responsible for five guys lives, and
you can’t run that boat yourself. You are dependent on your crew to do it. And if they are
refusing to listen [...] putting themselves, and the rest of the crew on the boat in danger,
what do you do? Do you take them aside and have a 20 minute conversation with him, when
your boat is a liability and the rest of your crew are losing their life? Or you should blow the
wind out of him and say, “get the fuck out of there because you are fucking a danger to
everyone else”. If he takes it bad and says you are a bad man, well you are not a bad man.
You are protecting everybody else on that boat. And that is where it’s at.” (Skipper ‘George’
50-60).

Fishing has been identified as the most dangerous occupation in the UK & and many skippers have
personal experience of losing friends and relatives. Across the industry, we repeatedly heard that

® Name has been changed

7 Indeed, reports about accidents at sea frequently specify that it is the responsibility of the skipper to closely
monitor and supervise crew, regardless of how experienced the crew are. See for example, MAIB (2021a) on
the fatal accident of an Indonesian crewman on the Olivia Jean in Aberdeen.

8 The annual MAIB report for 2018 pointed out that while an average of 6.44 fishermen fatalities a year in the
UK industry (from 2010 to 2018) may appear low, when this is adjusted to show deaths per 100,000 workers,
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what a skipper does at sea, including grabbing or ‘shouting’ is always justified because responsibility
for crew lives ultimately falls on the skipper. Skippers framed their own actions, and those of other
skippers, through this lens of risk and responsibility, often drawing on their own early experiences in
the industry to question ‘outsider’ understanding of fishing work when claims of abuse are made.

“I started on fishing back in the 80s, right, and if he was wrong, somebody would tell him he
was wrong. If he was a fucking prat, you would say he was a fucking prat. If he had wanted a
kick in the arse, he would have got a kick in the- but it’s learning you, right...I do think there
are a quite a few skippers out here that are hot-headed and such, but that’s a fishing life.
This isn’t a normal job; people ashore need to understand. This is not a factory...When you
are skipper, you are in charge of this whole empire, right? But your upmost thing is crew
safety, right? And boat safety. And you see things that they [crew] are doing and if you are
still looking in a camera, and that is really what you are doing, you are looking at cameras
because you can’t be everywhere. And you see somebody that is, if something breaks, and it
is going to kill him, and you run down and you take hold of him, and you pull him out of the
way, are you a bad guy? According to them, you’re a bad guy. Because, oh he hit me. No, |
didn’t hit you, | pushed you from the road from getting fucking killed. That is what | did.
(Skipper ‘George’ 50-60)

This socio-cultural triumvirate of skipper responsibility, absolute authority, and a fisher identity
fiercely proud of its autonomy and independence, renders invisible mundane forms of control and
coercion, such as verbal or micro disciplinary abuse. It also maintains an industry wide aversion to
interfering with another skipper’s boat. As one skipper acknowledged:

Well, they are at sea and nobody is looking. | mean the skipper is the boss of the boat you
understand. He runs it the way he wants. (Skipper ‘Adam’ age 50-60).

Consequently, responsibility for reporting skipper behaviour is deferred. As reactions to the Serenity
case illustrated earlier, in such a small fishing community®, skippers know each other, even if not
personally. One skipper acknowledged that within the community they know who the “rougher”
skippers are, but suggested it was up to agencies to resolve. He believed Filipino crew returning
home would report skippers to crewing agencies and they would stop sending crews to those
vessels. He mused that most skippers realised how valuable Filipino crew were for the prosperity of
their boats.

| mean, there’s always a few bad eggs but the majority of skippers look after their crew
really well. (Skipper ‘Adam’, 50-60).

Open secrets about abusive skippers demonstrate a community reluctant to take collective
responsibility for the treatment of non-EEA crew. This reluctance to interfere, when combined with
the invisibility of migrants living and working on vessels, significantly increases the vulnerability of
migrants despite protective legislation. While skippers may frame behaviour through responsibility
for the lives of their crew, this obligation is not currently extended to migrant crewmen on other

fishing at a rate of 62 fatalities per 100,000 workers considerably surpassed the second most dangerous UK
profession, recycling, with a rate of just 10.26 fatalities per 100,000 workers (MAIB 2019). However, while 5
fisher deaths were recorded for 2019, in 2020 this number had dropped to just 2. It is still too early to tell if
this reduction represents a new trend but it is possible that significant improvements to safety and campaigns
are beginning to have an impact (MAIB 2021b).

91n 2020, one hundred and thirty-nine vessels over 10m were registered to the Fraserburgh and Peterhead
district (Marine Scotland 2020).
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vessels within their community. Deferring responsibility to ‘agencies’ also reveals poor awareness of
the precarity of non-EEA crew employment, and how complaints to crewing agencies may jeopardise
a migrant fisher’s prospects.

Familial relationships and paternalistic patterns

Fishing crews have historically been likened to a ‘family’ of brothers, where relationships are “forged
in a process of work that is both intimate and intense” (Menzies 2008: 21). Although skipper
authority is clearly delineated, the success and survival of the boat is dependent on establishing
crew solidarity. Yet, while the language of kin continues to be used, the terms of reference have
changed with the shift to non-EEA crew.

Among Filipino crew, ‘family’ is indicative of a positive experience. “[On my vessel] they treat us like
a family, unlike on other boats where they treat like a slave.” Crew talked of skippers who went out
of their way to pick up Filipino food and gave examples of extended family-like relationships. For
example, a young crew man, recently diagnosed with cancer, described how his skipper ensured he
received full treatment and medication and offered to house him at his own home. Although this
was declined, the skipper’s parents would visit regularly when the skipper himself was out at sea.
While the familial solidarity of the crew experience is often invoked by crew, skipper descriptions
tended to be more paternalistic.

When explaining differences in wage structures, the security of a guaranteed regular income was
often contrasted with the uncertainty of the traditional share system. Lower wages were justified
with reference to their equivalent worth in countries of origin, and absence of the bills faced by local
men. Skippers frequently interpreted their role as benevolent, describing the life changing
opportunities employment brings to their crew and extended families.

They like the wages that they get here. It’s just nothing to what they would make over there.
‘Samuel’ is 58, he’s been with us the longest and he says he’s put both his sons through medical
university in Ghana and his daughter’s learning to be a solicitor. And he says, if he hadn’t been
over here, he wouldn’t have been able to do that. (Skipper ‘Paul’, 50-60)

More patronizing view were also common.

I've got crew with me who are now building new homes and their families are at school. And to
me | see that as a positive, because I’'m now taking a third world country and raising its
standard. Coming here we're skilling them. And then at some point they will take that skill back
to their homeland.” (Skipper ‘Henry’, 50-60)

Non-EAA crew are active in forming these sentiments. They frequently update skippers on the
progress of their children, nieces and nephews, and the buildings of homes or businesses, made
possible through their employment. In this way, migrant crew actively establish a moral meaning to
the relationship between employer and employee, effectively ‘kinning’ skippers into an extended
form of patronage that buffers contractual relationships against easy dissolution.’® Nonetheless,
paternalistic framing of employer-employee relationships can increase crew vulnerability to harm.
As one skipper, describing what appeared to be absurd comedy of errors, exclaimed:

“I'am thinking I'm working with children sometimes”. (Skipper ‘Jack’, 30-40)

10 Recent studies of migrant care worker have looked at the affective aspects of work and kinning processes to
problematises the classical definition of an employer—employee relationship devoid of emotional ties.
Baldassar, Ferrero and Portis (2017).
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Given the difficulties of language and their dependency on vessels, it is easy to frame non-EEA crew
as ‘like children’. When crew are viewed as children it becomes easy for disciplining practices to
creep into relationship and rights to be ignored in favour of paternalistic decision making about
‘what’s best’. The child analogy exposes the asymmetric, dependent position of non-EEA crew.
Something that is new to skipper-crew relationships onboard.

In boats crewed by all Scottish crew, relations have tended to be flatter and while language may be
coarse, there is no evidence of the types of micro-disciplinary practices found among migrant
crewed boats. Indeed, Ramsay (2004), writing of Shetland fishers in early 2000, suggested the spirit
of autonomy was encouraged in rookie crew training through the provision of scaffolded
opportunities to develop fishing-related skills for themselves and learn their own ways of doing
things (2004: 228). Today, a similar attitude to enskiling autonomy is evident in family boats, where
a skipper will allow his son to make his own decisions and mistakes as part of his skipper training. In
contrast, Gustavsson and Riley (2018) found that when women and girls participated in fishing, they
were seen as ‘help’ rather than trainees, reduced to submissive roles and being ordered about on
board (p227-228). The treatment of non-EEA crew, particularly when one considers the emergence
of micro-disciplinary practices, appears to echo the same denial of autonomy and equality afforded
to women onboard. This differentiation in treatment suggests an infantilization of working
relationships and inevitably shapes what is considered acceptable in skipper-crew interactions. In
interviews with retired skippers, the narratives of responsibility used to justify a skipper’s absolute
authority are tempered by overseeing what were perceived to be competent men. In contrast,
similar justifications, when applied to an infantilised crew with poor language skills that are seen as
dependent, less autonomous, and less self-assured, can justify far more patronising restrictions,
disciplinary practices, or dismissal of their complaints in the name of reducing risk or making more
competent decisions on their behalf.

While the family analogy is still used in fishing, the sense of equally shared endeavour and risk,
which was once epitomised by the share system of pay, has changed with the arrival of a waged
migrant under-class. That the language of family remains unchanged, serves to obscure not only the
infantilization of migrant crew, but also their far more vulnerable position. Local crews on a share
system benefit from a percentage of the catch and can leave at any time. In contrast non-EEA
migrant crew are less able to challenge or leave abusive environments without risking future
employment or bonuses which are at the skipper’s discretion. The lived experiences of non-EEA crew
and resulting vulnerabilities are inevitably very different from what was once experienced by home
crews.

Cultivated subservience as strategy for employability

Filipino seafarers are often ‘preferred’ employees because of their alleged ‘service culture’ (Galam
2019: 591) and have been marketed by the Philippine state as reliable, hardworking and ‘willingly
sub-servient’ (McKay 2007: 624). This cultivated image has allowed them to dominate the market of
the lower levels of seafaring jobs (Galam 2019), where they now represent one of the largest origin
countries for supplying international maritime workers (BIMCO & ICS 2015). This trend is reflected in
their dominance crewing North East Scottish fishing vessels, where skippers and fishing industry
officials similarly described them as unproblematic:

“By and large, the Filipinos are quiet, gentle and happy. Work ethic is excellent, and they are
just here to improve their lives.” (Skipper ‘Henry’, 50-60)
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Filipino crew are often presented as filling a gap, where their hard work and lack of complaint is
contrasted with the unsatisfied, ‘snowflake’ generation of locally available young men.

But as Galam’s (2019) work on Filipino men working for ship manning companies demonstrates,
docility and servitude is a cultivated behaviour (not a cultural trait), adopted to survive in a difficult
industry. Silence becomes a “virtue and strategy of keeping out of trouble and ensuring
employability” (2019: 589). Subduing emotions and keeping quiet even when furious, was seen as
good training by agency managers who believed that seafarers who reported abuses and
irregularities would find it hard to get new contracts (2019: 588). In North East Scotland, the same
cultivated behaviour is used by crews to persevere to the end of their contracts even if maltreated,
preferring to keep their head down and not complain or cause trouble, as a strategy to ensure
repeat employment. But in the direct speaking, and dangerous, fishing industry of the North East
this strategy is an ill fit, causing communication breakdowns and skipper frustration.

Expectations and communication breakdowns

Scottish skippers experience the cultivated silence to keep your head down, as passivity and an
unwillingness of crew to admit they do not understand — something skippers find both frustrating
and dangerous.

You know, they [Filipinos] don't like to ask questions. They’ll tell you they understand when
they don’t really understand which really frustrates you more because, just for instance
you’ll ask them for a hammer, and they’ll go and come back with a brush [laughs]. No, we've
actually seen this happen, it's more frustrating. And we tell them, “If you don’t understand,
say you don’t understand, and we’ll explain it again.” But instead of asking the questions,
they just go and do something totally random...” (Skipper ‘George’, 50-60)

Itis very easy to see how references to migrant crew being like children emerges in this context.
Filipino crewman, Hector, recognises how cultivated passivity and unwillingness to speak is
particularly problematic in a dangerous industry.

If you are a good worker, the skipper is very bad if they are shouting all the time. But if they
are shouting all the time because you are not following the job, what | say is “Tell the skipper
if you don't know. Don't do the job if you don't know”...Communication is the first problem.
If you are good worker but you don't know what they're saying, it's useless. You must
communicate with your skipper. It is a dangerous job. (Hector, Filipino crewman).

Having served for many years with the same skipper, Hector has adapted to the expectation of direct
communication that better matches what is locally respected. He has learnt the local slang and
dialect, and is outspoken, frequently translating between skippers and crew on his own and other
vessels. Hector explains that communication problems arises partly because what seems obvious to
Scottish skippers is a foreign language to Filipino crew.

Some skippers can speak English but it's mostly Scottish. My English is not very good, but |
can speak Scottish very fast...Because | told the skipper I'm a Filipino, you must teach me to
speak your language... Start with the beginning, same as going to school. How are you? Like
'Fit your deen'- what are you doing? | don't know, or something like "I did na keen" "I keen
na di na". | cannot do that. (Hector)

Crew arriving with passable English, inevitably find they are unable to understand Scottish terms,
regional dialects or slang. Scottish skippers demand basic ‘English’, but there is little recognition that
what is spoken onboard is heavily accented, often coarse Scots. Filipino crew told us that an
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opportunity to learn local terms would greatly ease the frustrations and communication conflicts
that frequently occurred onboard.

Language training in local and industry specific terms would facilitate an immediate improvement to
crew experiences by diffusing sources of conflict and frustration. However, the miscommunications
described in this paper go beyond simple language barriers. Firstly, there is a dissonance between
what skippers appreciate in crew (more direct and frank communications) and the cultivated
silences crew believe facilitates future employment. Secondly, there are no mutually agreed terms
to describe when crew treatment veers from the locally accepted shouting or physical ‘grabbing’
that accompanies noisy, dangerous work, and into verbal and psychological abuse. Consequently,
claims of maltreatment cannot be heard because the language does not exist to sufficiently
distinguish abuse from the coarse language, ‘alpha male’ behaviours and narratives of risk and
responsibility that frame local fishing practices. This creates a cultural and procedural blind spot
within the fishing industry that leaves crews vulnerable to harm.

Although skippers were aware of the risk migrant crew faced from trafficking or bonded labour,
there was little understanding of the broader insecurities that could compel migrant crew to endure
abusive or exploitative practices in silence. This is not completely surprising given the past industry
and legislative focus on bonded labour, where the narrowly defined forced/voluntary, free/unfree
binaries leave little room for discussing the subtleties of coercive and exploitative labour relations. It
does demonstrate however, a pressing need across all levels of the fishing industry, to better
understand the multiple barrier that prevent fishers accessing available protections. As our findings
have demonstrated the intersection of precarious, contractual employment and transit visas, with
ethnicity and language barriers, makes migrant crew experiences radically different to previous
generations. When this is combined with a largely invisible crew, a fierce sense of skipper autonomy,
a reluctance of skippers to interfere in each other’s vessels, and a crew unwilling to risk future
employment by speaking out, then tackling micro-disciplining or verbal/psychological abuses that
are already difficult to prove, becomes almost impossible even though legislative protections exist.

It is important to recognise that the socio-cultural barriers identified by our research are emergent
responses to changing work conditions rather than immobile, cultural barriers. Filipino crew’s
docility and lack of complaint can be understood as a cultivated behaviour to secure employment
rather than a cultural trait. Likewise, within the fishing industry, references to alpha male industries,
risk and responsibility, are used to imply conflicts between skippers and non-EEA crew emerge from
a clash with a continuous, ‘traditional’ fishing culture — that treatment on board has always been like
this and it is not suited to everyone. In reality, the ways non-EEA crew are treated, the infantilisation
of skipper-crew relationships that enable micro-disciplinary practices to go unchallenged, represent
socio-cultural shifts in working relationships as a response to changing labour practices, namely the
shift to non-English speaking, more dependent, more restricted, waged crews. Understanding the
evolving nature of what is often presented as a reified culture is important to identifying avenues for
change.

Discussions and Conclusions

The local, socio-cultural fishing practices and attitudes of host communities, when combined with
the overlapping insecurities of migrant fishers, can create barriers to safeguarding non-EEA fishers
through protective legislations alone. While serious abuse within North East Scotland’s fishing
industry appears to be low, the heightened vulnerability of non-EEA crew to more mundane forms of
coercion and control remains high. Recognising and responding to the way in which the socio-
cultural practices of fishing intersect with changing labour practices to obscure the expression and
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identification of abuse, can help fishing industries mitigate against these vulnerabilities now and into
the future.

The UK fishing industry has already begun to improve crew protections and welfare. The adoption
and implementation of ILO 188 has increased oversight of basic standards of employment and
clarified skipper/owner responsibilities. In March 2021, responding to years of industry campaigning,
the government announced ‘deckhands’ would be eligible for the Skilled Worker visa (Fishing News
2021). These visas confer additional protections and will improve welfare by allowing crews to be
rested on shore — something skippers themselves have repeatedly asked for to improve safety and
reduce onboard risks. It is still too early to understand how changing visa status will transform
skipper-crew relationships, or impact on the precarity associated with short term contracts, or even
if Transit Visas will become obsolete.

Individual organisations have also taken direct steps to improve crew protections. In August 2020,
the Scottish White Fish Producers Association (SWFPA) created their own crewing agency to better
ensure basic employment standards were being met and directly monitor relationships with sending
agencies around the world. They have also created a welfare liaison officer, to address issues raised
by both crew and skippers before they escalate.

However, the fundament socio-cultural barriers that prevent micro-disciplinary, verbal, and
psychological abuse being recognised within the Scottish fishing industry, are yet to be addressed.
To do this, crew rights need to be vernacularised by making them locally and culturally meaningful.
Initially this requires recognising the multiple insecurities that prevent crew coming forward and
addressing how employment structures and complaints procedures are organised to make right
protections more accessible. But it must also address the infantilisation of crew as less capable
dependents, that distort the way their treatment is viewed. We have identified three distinct areas
where the fishing industry can make changes to address the structural conditions and socio-cultural
barriers that prevent mundane forms of abuse being fully recognised. These recommendations are
not prescriptive but intended to demonstrate how change can be facilitated and to open up industry
discussion.

The first step requires tackling the issues caused by inequalities within the current employment
system. This should include pushing for change of the fundamental causes of hyper-precarity and
hyper-dependency that makes non-EEA crew vulnerable to maltreatment and unwilling to risk future
employment by raising complaints. Steps should involve continued lobbying for changes to visa
requirements and exploring how improvements could be made to length of contracts and use of
crewing agencies. Trust in complaints procedures also needs to be strengthened by actively
recognising and responding to non-EEA crewmen’s precarious status. This needs to include visibly
demonstrating that crew are not penalised for seeking assistance and actual change can and does
occur. This will go some way to counter the circulation of rumours about lost bonuses and contracts
among non-EEA crew which make crew reluctant to come forward. Finally, providing language
training in the local Scots dialect, as well as industry terminology, labour rights and contractual
obligations, would reduce skipper-crew frustrations, allow crew to better articulate problems when
they arise and better equip them to demand fair treatment.

The second significant change needs to occur in how skipper-crew relationship are viewed. Simply
‘educating’ crew to the existence of their labour rights does not in itself guarantee those rights will
be recognised and protected. To be successfully used as a tool for claiming fair treatment, rights
must be vernacularised (Merry 2006) by making them meaningful as a concept and practice among
both skippers and crew. While this may initially begin with campaigns that distinguishing the line
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between acceptable crew-skipper behaviour and abusive treatment, such campaigns will be
ineffective unless the socio-cultural narratives used to interpret skipper-crew relationships are
addressed. Without making these fundamental changes, industry officials, liaison officers and others,
despite good intentions, will remain blinkered to the existence of mundane controlling or coercive
practices and their role in helping to prevent them. Most immediately, change requires establishing
community wide recognition that non-EEA crew are in a more vulnerable position than previous
crewmen, where overlapping insecurities prevent them from speaking out or leaving abusive
employment. Campaigns would also need to work with the risk and responsibility narratives that
frame and justify skipper behaviours, acknowledging a skipper’s ultimate responsibility for crew lives
but clarifying the limits of acceptable behaviour in meeting those responsibilities. Furthermore,
attempts should be made to distribute responsibility for crew-welfare throughout the industry so
skippers, industry officials and all those associated with the industry feel morally compelled to
report rather than ignore ‘open secrets’ about ‘rougher’ skippers.

Most importantly, non-EEA crew need to be recognised as competent, highly skilled, autonomous,
adults. We found the patronising, infantilising tendency to view their complaints as simple
‘misunderstandings’ throughout the industry. While improving language competency may go some
way to addressing these issues, significant changes are needed in the way non-EEA crew voices are
heard within the industry. While the time spent at sea, short contracts and prolonged periods at
home inevitably pose a challenge, more needs to be done to encourage migrant crew
representatives and consultations that actively recognise them as contributory members of the
industry. More formalised bodies such as unions may well help to change the way non-EEA crew are
viewed within the industry, but only if membership is able to reflect the very different working
practices and relationships found onboard fishing vessels. Ultimately ‘education’ campaigns are not
enough, without taking practical steps that demonstrate a changing attitude towards non-EEA crew.

Finally, the third area of change is to strengthen non-EEA crew’s access to social safety nets through
activities provided by formal and informal non-government organisations that facilitate the
development of social support networks. In an industry when so much of fishers’ lives are controlled
by their employers (where they sleep, what they eat, the work that they do), the wellbeing benefits
of forming social networks and spaces outside of the fishing industry to access new ways of thinking
about their situation, should not be underestimated. In Fraserburgh, the weekly service at the
Filipino church provided a welcomed social space to congregate with others, escape from the boats
for a few hours, and find emotional support and practical advice. The Fishermen’s Mission also
provides a freely accessible communal space, organising festive meals at Christmas, and helping
fishers access support services. These meeting spaces provide opportunities for the local migrant
fisher network to share information and experiences about contractual rights and ‘good/bad’
vessels, which can be particularly valuable for new or isolated fishers. Networks are also used to
navigate the uncertainty of the current recruitment system by securing a vessel with a good
reputation before finishing the current contract.

Both formal and informal social organisations have been shown to play a significant role in
mitigating the vulnerabilities of overseas workers by reducing isolation and increasing access to
services, support networks, and rights information, through kin and friendship networks (Varia 2011;
Yeoh et al. 2020). There are potential benefits then to encouraging the development of recreational
and/or cultural activities, spaces and events that can facilitate fisher access to these protective
networks. Despite the efforts of the Filipino Church and the Fishermen’s Mission, there remains few
recreational provisions, social groups or outreach activities targeting migrant fishers locally.
Certainly, the irregular hours of fishers and the limited time on shore, has hindered these
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developments. But with the recent inclusion of deckhands into the skilled worker visa category,
crews will potentially be able to spend more time on shore, increasing the scope for targeted
provisions seeking to improving crew welfare and access to support and information. There is great
potential then for local social networks to be further developed and used as a channel for improving
crews understanding of their rights, and for better consultation and sharing of grievances directly or
indirectly with the industry.

Disclosure Statement
On behalf of all authors, the corresponding author states that there is no conflict of interest.
Funding

Funding for this research was provided by a grant (grant ref ES/R010404/1) from the UK’s Economic
and Social Research Council (ESRC).

Acknowledgments

We would like to thank all the research participants who graciously gave us their time to explain the
complexities of fishing in North East Scotland. We would also like to thank Nitya Rao for her
insightful comments and encouragement reviewing drafts of this paper.

References

Abernethy, Kirsten E., Paul Trebilcock, Bereket Kebede, Edward H. Allison, Nicholas K. Dulvy. 2010.
Fuelling the decline in UK fishing communities? — ICES Journal of Marine Science, 67: 1076-1085.
https://academic.oup.com/icesims/article/67/5/1076/608158#139850198

Anderson, Bridget. 2010. Migration, Immigration Controls and the Fashioning of Precarious Workers.
Work, Employment & Society 24 (2): 300-317.

Azis, Avyanthi and Ridwan Wahyudi 2002. Imperfect Victims and an Imperfect Protocol: Reflecting
on the Trafficking Experiences of Indonesian Migrant Fishermen. Journal of Human Trafficking, 6 (2):
156-167.

Bakker, Yanick W., Jessica de Koning and Jan van Tatenhove. 2019. Resilience and social capital: The
engagement of fisheries communities in marine spatial planning. Marine Policy, 99: 132—-139.

Baldassar, Loretta, Laura Ferrero and Lucia Portis. 2017. ‘More like a daughter than an employee’:
the kinning process between migrant care workers, elderly care receivers and their extended
families, Identities, 24 (5): 524-541, DOI: 10.1080/1070289X.2017.1345544

BIMCO & ICS. 2015. The manpower report: the global supply and demand for seafarers in 2015.
Marisec Publications. https://www.ics-shipping.org/docs/default-source/resources/safety-security-
and-operations/manpower-report-2015-executive-summary.pdf Accessed 22/10/2020.

Boonstra, Wiebren J. and Nguyen Bach Dang. 2010. A history of breaking laws—Social dynamics of
non-compliance in Vietnamese marine fisheries. Marine Policy Volume 34 (6): 1261-1267.

Chatavanich, Supang. 2020. Thailand’s Challenges in Implementing Anti-Trafficking Legislation: The
Case of the Rohingya. Journal of Human Trafficking, 6 (2): 234-243.

Coull, James. R. 1996. The Sea Fisheries of Scotland. A Historical Geography. Edinburgh: John Donald
Publishers.

19


https://academic.oup.com/icesjms/article/67/5/1076/608158#139850198
https://www.ics-shipping.org/docs/default-source/resources/safety-security-and-operations/manpower-report-2015-executive-summary.pdf
https://www.ics-shipping.org/docs/default-source/resources/safety-security-and-operations/manpower-report-2015-executive-summary.pdf

20

Derks, Annuska. 2010. Migrant labour and the politics of immobilisation: Cambodian fishermen in
Thailand. Asian Journal of Social Science 38 (6): 915-932.

Environmental Justice Foundation (EJF). 2015. Thailand’s Seafood Slaves: Human Trafficking, Slavery
and Murder in Kantang’s Fishing Industry. https://ejfoundation.org/reports/thailands-seafood-
slaves-human-trafficking-slavery-and-murder-in-kantangs-fishing-industry Accessed 22/10/2020.

Environmental Justice Foundation (EJF). 2020. Fear, Hunger, Violence. Human rights in Ghana's
industrial trawl fleet. https://ejfoundation.org/reports/fear-hunger-and-violence-human-rights-in-
ghanas-industrial-trawl|-fleet

Ewin, James. 2015. Independent review of the overseas domestic workers visa. Home Office and UK
Visas and Immigration. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/overseas-domestic-workers-
visa-independent-review

Fishing News, March 15" 2021. Crewing Breakthrough. https://fishingnews.co.uk/news/crewing-
breakthrough/ Accessed: 20 March 2021.

Fudge, Judy. 2018. lllegal Working, Migrants and Labour Exploitation in the UK. In Oxford Journal of
Legal Studies, 38 (3): 557-584.

Galam, Roderick G. 2019. Utility Manning: Young Filipino Men, Servitude and the Moral Economy of
Becoming a Seafarer and Attaining Adulthood. In Work, Employment and Society, 33(4): 580-595.

Grey, Tamsin. 2020. Skipper fined £3,000 for racially harassing and assaulting his crew. Press and
Journal. January 25. https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/fp/news/north-
east/fraserburgh/1976741/skipper-fined-3000-for-racially-harassing-and-assaulting-his-crew/
Accessed 22 October 20.

Gustavsson, Madeline and Mark Riley. 2018. Women, capitals and fishing lives: exploring gendered
dynamics in the LIyn Peninsula small-scale fishery (Wales, UK). Maritime Studies, 17 (2): 223-231.

Howard, Penny McCall. 2012. Sharing or Appropriation? Share Systems, Class and Commodity
Relations in Scottish Fisheries. Journal of Agrarian Change, 12 (2 and 3): 316—343.

Human Rights at Sea. 2019. UK Share Fishermen Briefing Note: A Practical Guide & Review of Status
April 2019. https://www.humanrightsatsea.org/2019/04/30/new-uk-share-fishermen-briefing-note-
published/ Accessed 13/04/2021

International labour Organisations (ILO). 2012. ILO indicators of Forced Labour.
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/publications/WCMS 203832/lang--en/index.htm .
Last accessed 22/10/2020.

International Organisation for Migration (IOM). 2016. Report on Human Trafficking, Forced Labour
and Fisheries Crime in the Indonesian Fishing Industry.
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/country/docs/indonesia/Human-Trafficking-Forced-Labour-
and-Fisheries-Crime-in-the-Indonesian-Fishing-Industry-IOM.pdf Accessed 22/10/2020.

International Transport Worker Federation (ITF). 2008. Migrant workers in the Scottish and Irish
fishing industry. Forced or Compulsory Labour or Just Plain Modern Day Slavery. Report from the
Irish Congress of trade Union Northern Ireland Committee, pp 1-14.

20


https://ejfoundation.org/reports/thailands-seafood-slaves-human-trafficking-slavery-and-murder-in-kantangs-fishing-industry
https://ejfoundation.org/reports/thailands-seafood-slaves-human-trafficking-slavery-and-murder-in-kantangs-fishing-industry
https://ejfoundation.org/reports/fear-hunger-and-violence-human-rights-in-ghanas-industrial-trawl-fleet
https://ejfoundation.org/reports/fear-hunger-and-violence-human-rights-in-ghanas-industrial-trawl-fleet
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/overseas-domestic-workers-visa-independent-review
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/overseas-domestic-workers-visa-independent-review
https://fishingnews.co.uk/news/crewing-breakthrough/
https://fishingnews.co.uk/news/crewing-breakthrough/
https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/fp/news/north-east/fraserburgh/1976741/skipper-fined-3000-for-racially-harassing-and-assaulting-his-crew/
https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/fp/news/north-east/fraserburgh/1976741/skipper-fined-3000-for-racially-harassing-and-assaulting-his-crew/
https://www.humanrightsatsea.org/2019/04/30/new-uk-share-fishermen-briefing-note-published/
https://www.humanrightsatsea.org/2019/04/30/new-uk-share-fishermen-briefing-note-published/
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/publications/WCMS_203832/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/country/docs/indonesia/Human-Trafficking-Forced-Labour-and-Fisheries-Crime-in-the-Indonesian-Fishing-Industry-IOM.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/country/docs/indonesia/Human-Trafficking-Forced-Labour-and-Fisheries-Crime-in-the-Indonesian-Fishing-Industry-IOM.pdf

21

Jones, Estelle, Katherine Botterill, Cornilius Chikwama, Alex Caveen, and Tim Gray. 2020. Pay Gaps
Between Domestic and International Fishers: an Economic or Ethical Issue? Maritime Studies, 19:
15-27.

Kilpatrick, Sue, Tanya J. King, and Karen Willis. (2015). Not just a fisherman’s wife: Women'’s
contribution to health and wellbeing in commercial fishing. Australian Journal of Rural Health, 23:
62—66.

Lawrence, Felicity, Emily McSweeney, Annie Kelly, Mat Heywood, Dan Susman, Chris Kelly, John
Domokos. 2015. Revealed: trafficked migrant workers abused in Irish fishing industry. The Guardian.
2 November 2015. http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/nov/02/revealed-
trafficked-migrant-workers-abused-in-irish-fishing-industry Accessed on 16 March 2020.

Leask, David. 2015. Scottish fishing firm in human trafficking probe as Ireland, UK unite to fight
maritime slavery. Herald Scotland. Tuesday 29 December 2015.
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/14171641.Fishing firm at centre of Scottish human traffi
cking probe/ Accessed 16 October 2020.

Lever, John and Paul Milbourne. 2017. The Structural Invisibility of Outsiders: The Role of Migrant
Labour in the Meat-Processing Industry. Sociology, 51 (2): 306—322.

Lewis, Hannah, Peter Dwyer, Stuart Hodkinson, Louise Waite. (2015). Hyper-precarious lives:
Migrants, work and forced labour in the Global North. Progress in Human Geography, 39 (5): 580—
600.

Marine Accident Investigation Branch (MAIB). 2019. Annual Report 2018.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/maib-annual-report-2018 Accessed 28 September
2021.

Marine Accident Investigation Branch (MAIB). 2021a. Safety Flyer to the Industry. Fatal accident to a
crewman on board the scallop dredger Olivia Jean (TN35). Marine Accident Investigation Branch.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/safety-lessons-close-monitoring-of-crew-safety-on-
fishing-vessels/safety-flyer-to-the-fishing-industry-olivia-jean Accessed 28 September 2021.

Marine Accident Investigation Branch (MAIB). 2021b. Annual Report 2020. Marine Accident
Investigation Branch. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/maib-annual-report-2020
Accessed 28 September 2021.

Mantouvalou, Virginia. 2015, Am | Free Yet? Overseas Domestic Workers in Slavery. Journal of Law
and Society, 42 (3): 329-357.

Marine Scotland. 2016. Scottish Sea Fisheries Employment 2015.
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-sea-fisheries-employment-2015/ Accessed 22 October
2020.

Marine Scotland. 2019. Scottish Sea Fisheries Statistics 2018.
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-sea-fisheries-statistics-2018/ Accessed 22 October 2020.

Marine Scotland. 2020. Scottish Sea Fisheries Statistics 2019.
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-sea-fisheries-statistics-2019/pages/6/ Accessed 22
October 2020.

Marschke, Melissa and Peter Vandergeest. 2016. Slavery scandals: Unpacking labour challenges and
policy responses within the off-shore fisheries sector. Marine Policy, 68: 39-46.

21


http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/nov/02/revealed-trafficked-migrant-workers-abused-in-irish-fishing-industry
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/nov/02/revealed-trafficked-migrant-workers-abused-in-irish-fishing-industry
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/14171641.Fishing_firm_at_centre_of_Scottish_human_trafficking_probe/
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/14171641.Fishing_firm_at_centre_of_Scottish_human_trafficking_probe/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/maib-annual-report-2018
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/safety-lessons-close-monitoring-of-crew-safety-on-fishing-vessels/safety-flyer-to-the-fishing-industry-olivia-jean
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/safety-lessons-close-monitoring-of-crew-safety-on-fishing-vessels/safety-flyer-to-the-fishing-industry-olivia-jean
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/maib-annual-report-2020
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-sea-fisheries-employment-2015/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-sea-fisheries-statistics-2018/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-sea-fisheries-statistics-2019/pages/6/

22

McKay, Steven C. 2007. Filipino Sea Men: Constructing Masculinities in an Ethnic Labour Niche.
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 33 (4): 617-633.

Menzies, Charles R. 2008. Work First! Then Eat - Skipper/Crew Relations on a French Fishing Boat.
Anthropology of Work Review 23 (1-2): 19-24.

Merry, Sally Engle. 2006. Transnational Human Rights and Local Activism: Mapping the Middle.
American Anthropologist, 108 (1): 38-51.

Moyce, Sally C. and Marc Schenker. 2018. Migrant Workers and Their Occupational Health and
Safety. Annual Review of Public Health, 39: 351-65.

Murphy, Cliodhna. 2013. The Enduring Vulnerability of Migrant Domestic Workers in Europe.
International and Comparative Law Quarterly, 62 (3): 599-627.

Murphy, Cliodhna. 2017. Tackling Vulnerability to Labour Exploitation through Regulation: The Case
of Migrant Fishermen in Ireland. Industrial Law Journal, 46 (3): 417-434.

Pan, Shu-Man and Jung-Tsung Yang. 2012. Outsiders in the Family: Abuse of Migrant Domestic
Workers in Taiwan. Asian Journal of Women's Studies, 18 (1): 87-117.

Potter, Michael and Hamilton, Jennifer. 2014. Picking on vulnerable migrants: precarity and the
mushroom industry in Northern Ireland. Work, employment and society, 28 (3): 390—-406.

Ramsay, Alison K. 2004. Fishing the past, managing the future: crisis and change in Shetland
Fisheries, Doctoral Thesis. Department of Anthropology, University of Aberdeen.

Ross, Natalie. 2015. Understanding the Fishing ‘Community’: The Role of Communities of the Mind.
Sociologia Ruralis, 55 (3): 309-324.

Scottish Government. 2002. Scottish Fisheries Statistics 2001. Vessels & landings of sea fish.
https://www?2.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/46737/0028705.pdf Accessed 22 October 2020.

Seafish. 2017. Insight. Working on UK fishing vessels: legal framework and support for fishers.
November.

https://www.seafish.org/media/Publications/Seafishinsight WorkingonUKFishingVessels 201711.pd
f

Shebbeare, Sarah. 2015. The foreign workers trapped on trawlers. BBC Magazine, 20 February 2015.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-31537059 Accessed 22 October 2020.

Simmons, Glenn and Christina Stringer. 2014. New Zealand’s fisheries management system: Forced
labour an ignored or overlooked dimension? Marine Policy, 50: 74—-80.

Sparks, Jessica L; Decker Sparks; Doreen S. Boyd; Bethany Jackson; Christopher D. Ives; and Kevin
Bales. 2021. Growing evidence of the interconnections between modern slavery, environmental
degradation, and climate change. Perspective. One Earth, 4 (2): 181-191.

Stanford, Peter. 1998. Indy Life report. Independent. Saturday 17 October.
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/heroin-in-fraserburgh-1178726.html Accessed 25
September 2020.

Stevenson, David. 2011. The Fraserburgh Situation. British Journal of General Practice, 61 (584): 236-
237.

22


https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/46737/0028705.pdf
https://www.seafish.org/media/Publications/SeafishInsight_WorkingonUKFishingVessels_201711.pdf
https://www.seafish.org/media/Publications/SeafishInsight_WorkingonUKFishingVessels_201711.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-31537059
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/heroin-in-fraserburgh-1178726.html

23

Turgo, Nelson. 2021. A Taste of the Sea: Artisanal Fishing Communities in the Philippines. In The
World of the Seafarer, ed. Victor Oyaro Gekara, Helen Sampson, 19-22. WMU Studies in Maritime
Affairs. Springer.

Vandergeest, Peter and Melissa Marschke. 2020. Modern Slavery and Freedom: Exploring
Contradictions through Labour Scandals in the Thai Fisheries. Antipode, 52 (1): 291-315.

Varia, Nisha. 2011. “Sweeping Changes?” A Review of Recent Reforms on Protections for Migrant
Domestic Workers in Asia and the Middle East. Canadian Journal of Women and the Law, 23 (1):
265-287.

West, Brooke S., Martin Choo, Nabila El-Bassel, Louisa Gilbert, Elwin Wu, Adeeba Kamarulzaman.
2014. Safe havens and rough waters: Networks, place, and the navigation of risk among injection
drug-using Malaysian fishermen. International Journal of Drug Policy, 25 (3): 575-582.

Wilson, Richard. 1997. Representing Human Rights Violations: Social Contexts and Subjectivities.
Human Rights Culture and Context. Pluto Press. London

Yeoh, Brenda S. A., Charmian Goh, and Kellynn Wee. 2020. Social Protection for Migrant Domestic
Workers in Singapore: International Conventions, the Law, and Civil Society Action. American
Behavioral Scientist, 64 (6): 841-858.

Zou, Mimi. 2015. The Legal Construction of Hyper-Dependence and Hyper-Precarity in Migrant Work
Relations. International Journal of Comparative Labour Law and Industrial Relations, 31 (2): 141-162.

23



